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“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  (Matthew 5:3)
Ours is a heartbreaking and awful task today.   For we must do what, in the expected cycle of life, we ought not to have to do.   We are created, you and I, to live long lives in the company of family and friends, to live lives that are meant for good – for our own good and the good of others.   So when a life is cut short, there is no escaping the tragedy of it all.   If we ask God today, Why has this happened?, if we ask Noel today, Why did you do this?, we are asking absolutely the right questions.
If we bring heartache and confusion here this morning, it is not possible for us to understand the burden that you, Tammy, and the family are bearing.   Our love and prayers go out to all of you.   You, most of all, shared in all of Noel’s work and in all of his dreams as a faithful partner for a quarter of a century, and you had hopes of your own.

We pay little attention to the sacrifices that the partners of those who live in the public eye make, and today we acknowledge with deep gratitude all that you did to sustain the great good that you and Noel did for this city, and for countless others abroad, and especially in your beloved Ethiopia.   But even so we know that our gratitude for all this cannot restore to you the dreams you had for your future together as a couple, and with you we are inconsolable and helpless in the face of this.
We want answers to so many questions today.   Why has this happened?   Why did Noel take his life?   Could we have prevented it?   What does Noel’s death mean, for us, for the work that he was doing, for the life of this community?

Why?
Governor Ritter is absolutely right to face that square in the face in his eulogy, too.
There are some answers we shall just never have.   We may never know why Noel took his life, and we shall certainly never understand all that enveloped him in those last hours.   But all of us in this church this morning have known darkness, and disappointment, and frustration, and panic, and illness, and the feeling that there is no way out.   So in each of us let there today be a place of compassion.

We do know enough to be certain that, whatever was happening to Noel, he did not take his life in order to hurt us.   We knew Noel well enough to know that such a motive would have been impossible for him, for he loved us, and he made that love clear to us every day.

We want answers.   But I suspect that even if we had the answers – even if we could know what it was that caught Noel in that place of despair, in that place between the fire and the precipice – the answers would not be enough.   Noel’s death is not an intellectual problem.   It is not our minds that are broken;  it is our hearts that are broken.   And the only thing our hearts want today is the one thing we cannot have – we cannot have Noel back, and at the end of the day, this is the searing reality that makes our hearts cry out.

We do not want explanations, really.   We want Noel to come into this church this morning and say what a  horrible mistake and misunderstanding this has all been, and in that wonderful, soft, unrefusable Irish accent to tell us that since we are all in the same room together, let’s not waste an opportunity to raise $10,000 from everyone here.   “Because,” he would say, “we have this little project we want to be doing.  It is going to change lives, and it is going to be great.”

It is also crucial that we understand today that Noel’s death is not, in some mysterious way, either God’s will, or part of some inscrutable divine plan.   God did not want Noel to end his life so that Noel could be with God in heaven.   So often in our culture we speak of God as though God is some kind of greedy child, who will rob us of those we love so that heaven might be a better place for God, while we live this life bereft.

It is not true.   This is not the God whom we worship.   Not here anyway.  Not in this liturgy.   The Scriptures teach us of a God who has created this world for God’s glory, and for joy without end.   For God’s glory, and for our joy.   This world into which you and I and Noel have been born.   It is for life in this world that God has made us in God’s image and likeness, so that in partnership with God we may be co-creators with God of a new heaven and a new earth in which death will be no more, and the whole creation will be restored to the fullness of life that is God’s dream for all of us.

We are made for giving and for loving, and we know that if we hand ourselves over to love, our hearts will be broken.   That is the price we pay for being human beings.   We are not promised a life free from brokenness and sadness.   The promise to us is not that we shall not grieve.   The promise to us is that God will wipe away all tears from our eyes.   God will so save us that nothing will be lost.   God’s promise to us is that on the long and hard road to the new creation, to the final defeat of death, nothing good, and lovely, and wonderful will be lost.  Noel will not be lost.  You and I shall not be lost.   When at last God’s dream comes to pass, we shall all see it together.

In the meantime today, God is not rejoicing.   Grievous in God’s sight is the death of his faithful ones.   Even as God receives Noel with open and loving arms, God weeps with us.   God’s heart is broken, too, for God knows what it is like to be with God’s suffering people.   For our God is Emmanuel – God-with-us.   God with us in joy, God with us in sorrow, God with us when the sun is bright, God with us when the night is long.   God is with us when all is well, and, most especially, God is with us when life is in pieces and we are driven to our knees in anguish.

Even as we remember Noel at this service and at the reception at the restaurant, our job today and into the future is not simply to remember.   However long a particular life may be, however accomplished, however complete, there is always unfinished business.   And it is the job of those who still live to do our best to carry on the work until, if ever, it is done.

Noel is irreplaceable, that is true.    But that does not mean that the work that Noel has started, or the example that he has set, cannot be furthered by others – by you and me.   We cannot use Noel’s unique example as an excuse for our own refusal to be involved.   Part of the purpose of our lives is to pick up the work of others who have gone before us, just as it will be the task of those who come after us to ensure that the good we have done is made more complete.
We so often forget that the world is changed by individuals, or by small groups of people, much more than it is changed by vast organizations.   Noel’s life was proof enough of that, and in this church this morning there is already the person, or group of persons, who have the capacity and the commitment to further Noel’s vision.   We may not do exactly what Noel has done in the way he has done it.   But Noel would be the first to tell us that if a poor kid from Dublin who left school at 14 and talked and worked his way into the kitchen at the Savoy by the time he was 23 can change the world, so can the rest of us.
Noel left the world a different place, a better place, and he is irreplaceable.   But the example of his deeds does not die with him.
So we are not without hope.

For God is our hope.   We have no hope but God.
And our God of hope has given Noel to us to remind us that, by God’s good grace, each of us can be a maker of hope for others.
In Noel’s life, God has proclaimed to us that God is indeed our hope, for that hope shone in Noel’s face and in his deeds.
God is our hope.
But God has no hope but us.   God says, “You are my hope.   My hope for a world that fulfils the dream I have had for you from before all the ages.   Help me.  Be my hope.   Change the world with me, like Noel helped me to change the world.
“You are my hope.   Help me to show that I have created this world for glory and for joy with out end – for everyone.
“You are my hope.   Help me to transform the human race into the human family.
“You are my hope.   And then, when all my daughters and sons are gathered into that one, great human family, my glory will be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together.”

May Noel rest in peace and rise in glory.

Amen.

